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Abstract
Informed by implicit leadership theories, this study investigates contemporary Chinese
employees’ preferences for paternalistic leadership (including three components: moral
leadership, benevolent leadership and authoritarian leadership) and transformational
leadership. It further examines the relationship between power distance orientation,
core self-evaluation (CSE) and leadership preferences. The study finds that contemporary
Chinese employees most prefer moral leadership, but are also highly receptive to
transformational leadership. They prefer authoritarian leadership least. Moreover,
preferences for authoritarian leadership are predicated on followers’ power distance
orientation. However, the opposite is true for moral leadership. CSE is positively
related to followers’ preference for authoritarian leadership, benevolent leadership
and transformational leadership, but not except for moral leadership. A positive
interaction effect is found between power distance orientation and CSE with regard to
authoritarian leadership preference. The theoretical and practical implications of the
findings are discussed.
Keywords: Contemporary Chinese employees, Leadership preference, Power distance
orientation, Core self-evaluation (CES)
Introduction
Early leadership literature emphasizes the primary importance of leaders and concentrates
on the impact of a leader’s traits, behaviors and influencing tactics on followers’ attitudes
and behaviors (e.g., Yukl 1998). In the past few years, a small but active stream of research
with a focus on followers has emerged (Dvir and Shamir 2003; Foti et al. 2017; Howell and
Shamir 2005; Junker and van Dick 2014; Shamir et al. 2007; Thoroughgood and Sawyer
2018). Researchers endorsing this follower-centric perspective assert that followers are not
passive recipients of leader’s behaviors. Rather, they are active co-producers of leadership
relationships and effectiveness. In the leadership process, followers largely determine
the type of leadership that is formed and exert influence on leadership effectiveness
(Epitropaki and Martin 2005; Howell and Shamir 2005; Rogiest et al. 2018; Shamir et
al. 2007; Shin and Zhou 2003).
Implicit leadership theories (Alipour et al. 2017; Eden and Leviatan 1975; Junker and
van Dick 2014; Lord and Smith 1983) suggest that the starting point to understanding
leadership from the perspective of followers is to understand their leadership preferences,
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which represent followers’ beliefs and expectations of what an ideal leader should be like.
Followers evaluate a potential leader’s behaviors and compare them with their preferred
leadership behaviors. The more fit they find between the potential leader’s behaviors and
their preferred leadership behaviors, the more likely they will recognize the potential
leader as a real leader (Budin and Wafa 2015; Foti and Luch 1992; Ling et al. 2000).
Closeness between an actual superior’s leadership style and the employee’s ideal one
has significant implications. It is associated with a good leader-follower relationship,
high employee organizational commitment, job satisfaction, and well-being (Chia et al.
2015; Epitropaki and Martin 2005; Subramaniam et al. 2010), whereas discrepancies
between actual and preferred leadership result in lower employee satisfaction (Vecchio
and Sussman 1989). Given the importance of fit between a follower’s ideal and preferred
leadership behaviors, it is imperative for leaders to clearly understand followers’ leadership
preferences. However, there has been little systematic research to date about employees’
leadership style preferences, especially in emerging economies such as China.
In Chinese society, eastern and western management practices coexist (Warner 2004).
The same observation applies to leadership. On the one hand, traditional paternalistic
leadership is still prevalent in Chinese business organizations (Cheng et al. 2004; Cheng et
al. 2000; Li and Sun 2015). On the other hand, transformational leadership, which is
actively advocated by western scholars and is considered the most effective leadership
style (Bass 1990; Bass and Riggio 2006; Conger and Kanungo 1998), is also found in China
(e.g., Li et al. 2015; Li and Shi 2008; Sun et al. 2014; Wang et al. 2005). Knowledge about
Chinese employees’ preference for these two leadership styles will help both domestic and
international managers to quickly identify the leadership style that is most effective for
Chinese employees and help them choose between “transplanting” and “localizing” their
leadership styles. Theoretically, it will also provide a more comprehensive perspective in
leadership and followership research as well as cross-cultural study.
Further, the existing research does not sufficiently examine what factors might explain
an individual’s leadership preferences. Inquiry into this question will not only address the
foundation of leadership preference in theory, but also help leaders to “customize” their
behaviors for each follower. As the workplace in China is becoming increasingly diversified
(Sheldon et al. 2011; Cooke 2011), individualized leader efforts might be most successful
(Dansereau et al. 1995). In this study, we focus on individuals’ power distance orientation
and core self-evaluation (CSE) as two potential factors explaining individual leadership
preference. Power is inherent to leadership. Whether one accepts the power inequality in
society and institutions (i.e., power distance orientation) is crucial in conceptualizing
the leadership relationship (Kirkman et al. 2009). Additionally, it is acknowledged that
self-concept predicts leadership prototypes. People tend to endorse leadership charac-
teristics which they believe are positive and they themselves possess (Foti et al. 2012;
McElwee et al. 2001). CSE has been widely studied as a broad personality construct
and regarded as a good predictor for attitude and behavior in the workplace (Judge
2009; Judge et al. 2002; Judge et al. 1997; Rode et al. 2012) as well as being related to
leadership ratings (Hu et al. 2012). Hence, power distance orientation and CSE potentially
shape an individual’s leadership preferences.
The rest of the paper is organized in the following way. First, we introduce the theoretical
background and hypotheses. Then we compare Chinese employees’ overall level of prefer-
ence for paternalistic leadership and transformational leadership. Third, we investigate the
Lin and Sun Frontiers of Business Research in China  (2018) 12:6 Page 2 of 22
association between followers’ power distance orientation, CSE and their preference
for each leadership style and present the results. We conclude with a discussion on the
implication of the findings for managers both within the Chinese context and beyond.
Theory and hypotheses
Implicit leadership theories
Implicit leadership theories postulate that people have implicit benchmarks (i.e., prototypes)
of what constitutes a good leader (Eden and Leviatan 1975). They compare a potential
leader with the prototypes and act according to the outcome of the comparisons (Lord et
al. 1984). When there is high congruence between the potential leader and the implicit
leader, leadership will be recognized. A number of factors shape implicit leadership
prototypes, such as macro-level cultural characteristics, organizational context and micro
level follower characteristics (Junker and van Dick 2014). As a consequence, individuals’
leadership preferences have both shared and idiosyncratic components. Below we explain
what Chinese employees’ overall level of leadership preference is with reference to
paternalistic and transformational leadership within the Chinese context. Following that,
we explain the foundations of each leadership preference, that is, how followers’ power
distance orientation and CSE relate to their preferences for each leadership style.
Paternalistic and transformational leadership
Paternalistic leadership is characterized by a combination of strong discipline and
authority, fatherly benevolence and moral integrity (Cheng et al. 2004; Farh and Cheng
2000). It comprises three elements: authoritarianism, benevolence and morality.
Authoritarianism is manifested by leader’s behaviors such as accentuation of authority
and control, underestimation of follower competence, image-building behaviors and
didactic behaviors. Benevolence is characterized by individualized care of followers,
such as treating followers as family members, showing holistic concern for followers
and protecting followers from embarrassment. Leader morality entails two major
virtues: unselfishness and leading by example (Farh and Cheng 2000). Although some
researchers argue that these three elements coexist and characterize paternalistic
leadership as a whole (Wu et al. 2012), Cheng (1995) finds that authoritarianism and
benevolence can hardly be employed simultaneously by one leader. Usually they are
displayed by two leaders who take on two different roles. Farh and Cheng (2000)
further recommend conceptualizing the three elements as three leadership styles. Similarly,
Aycan (2006) concurs that paternalistic leadership is not a unified construct. Following
their suggestions we treat the three elements as three leadership styles under the broad
umbrella term of paternalistic leadership.
Transformational leadership, which is used interchangeably with “charismatic leadership”,
“visionary leadership” and “inspirational leadership”, refers to a leadership style that appeals
to followers’ values, activates followers’ high-order needs and moves them to transcend
their self-interest for the sake of the organization (Bass 1985; Bass and Riggio 2006; Yukl
1998). Transformational leaders can be distinguished from non-transformational leaders by
their sensitivity to environmental contexts, including followers’ needs and abilities, the
idealized nature of their goals and the way they articulate these goals, and the trust they
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build in followers through personal example and risk-taking behaviors (Conger and
Kanungo 1998).
Although there are a few studies comparing followers’ preference for either trans-
formational or transactional leadership (Brain and Lewis 2004; Fein et al. 2010; Singer
and Singer 2001), or between charismatic leadership, or relationship-oriented and
task-oriented leadership (Ehrhart and Klein 2001), to our knowledge, there is no study
comparing followers’ preference for paternalistic and transformational leadership.
However, the growing number of western organizations which seek to expand their
business horizons globally, and the prevalence of paternalistic leadership in many
regions such as Asia Pacific, the Middle East, and Latin America (Aycan 2006; Pelligrini
and Scandura 2008) make this a legitimate inquiry.
Chinese employees’ leadership preferences
Among the three elements of paternalistic leadership, moral leadership is characterized
by leaders’ superior personal virtues or qualities. In the Chinese context, two virtues
are particularly prominent: unselfishness and leading by example (Farh and Cheng
2000). Chinese people expect leaders to refrain from abusing power and to serve as
an exemplar for followers. This expectation originates both from the Confucian
tradition and from employees’ need for their own well-being (Cheng et al. 2004).
Confucianism advocates the use of moral principles and moral examples, arguing
that law and punishment can only regulate overt behaviors, whereas moral persua-
sion can govern inner thought. Moreover, in Chinese organizations the phenomena
of “rule by man” and nepotism still widely exist despite the development of legal
institutions (Dunfee and Warren 2001). As a result, followers have to count on
leaders’ personal virtue to avoid being disadvantaged (Cheng et al. 2004). Thus,
Confucian ideology and social reality lead to strong preferences from Chinese
employees for honest and upright leaders. In Ling et al.’s (2000) study on Chinese
implicit leadership theories, a leader’s personal morality is regarded as a factor that
is distinct from western examples. It explains the most variance in the ideal leaders’
traits for Chinese people.
Benevolent leadership refers to behaviors that demonstrate personal favors and generosity
(Farh and Cheng 2000). In China it covers the domain of both work and personal life. In
the work domain, benevolent leaders allow followers opportunities to correct their
mistakes, avoid publicly embarrassing them, provide them with coaching, and be concerned
with their career development. In the non-work family domain, benevolent leaders treat
followers as family members and create the atmosphere of a big family. They assist
followers during their personal crises, and show holistic concern for them (Farh et al.
2008). Confucianism defines the role obligations of superiors and inferiors, according
to which superiors should treat inferiors with kindness and benevolence, while
inferiors reciprocate with deference, loyalty and obedience. However, in Chinese families,
an affectionate father is not very common (Ho 1987), possibly because benevolence
undermines authority and the two are difficult to reconcile in one person (Cheng
1995). When the image of a less benevolent father is “transferred” to the workplace
(Bing 2004; Pelligrini and Scandura 2006), we expect that benevolence is less likely to
characterize the ideal leader for Chinese employees than morality.
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Authoritarian leadership emphasizes a leader’s personal authority and dominance
over followers. Authoritarian leaders have centralized power and assume a father-like
role. They adopt top-down communication styles and are unwilling to be delegated.
They keep their intentions ill-defined, implement manipulation tactics and are
concerned with projecting a powerful image of themselves (Silin 1976). These behaviors
invoke fear and awe on the part of followers (Farh and Cheng 2000; Farh et al. 2006).
Although once often observed in Chinese organizations, there is evidence that more
recently authoritarian leadership is becoming less popular. A number of recent
studies demonstrate that leader authoritarianism results in negative employee
outcomes (Cheng, Huang, & Chou 2002; Farh et al. 2006; Li and Sun 2015; Wu et al.
2012) partly due to followers’ perception of abusiveness and injustice which undermine
trust in their leaders (Wu et al. 2012) while both trust and reciprocity have been
empirically demonstrated as mediators in the relationship between leadership and
employee attitudes (Jia et al. 2007).
The cross-culture GLOBE program finds that leader’s attributes such as charisma, being
inspirational, and being visionary are universally endorsed (Den Hartog et al. 1999). In
particular, similar to moral leadership, transformational leadership speaks to followers’
moral needs. It raises followers to higher levels of morality and to “more principled levels
of judgement” (Burns 1978, p.455) and transcends followers’ own interests for the sake of
collective interests. A crucial aspect of transformational leadership is role-modeling a
contribution to the collective (Bass 1985; Burns 1978; Yaffe and Kark 2011). Such leading-
by-example behaviors are also an important component of moral leadership. Research on
transformational leadership in China reveals that it results in positive responses from
Chinese employees, such as identification, job satisfaction, organizational commitment
(Cheng et al. 2004; Walumba et al. 2004) and voluntary citizenship behaviors (Wang et al.
2005). One study (Wu et al. 2007) notes that the effect of transformational leadership
even goes beyond that of moral and benevolent leadership. Hence, we expect that Chinese
preference for transformational leadership will be similar to their preference for moral
leadership. We hypothesize:
H1: Chinese employees prefer moral and transformational leadership most, followed by
benevolent leadership. Authoritarian leadership is least preferred by Chinese employees.
Follower power distance orientation and leadership preferences
Power distance is originally identified as a dimension for analyzing national culture
(Hofstede 1997). It informs the dependent relationship between followers and leaders.
Later on, scholars propose individual power distance orientation as a variable at the
individual level and demonstrate its impact on leadership perception and effectiveness
(Eylon and Au 1999; Kirkman et al. 2009) An individual’s value orientation shapes his/
her cognition about what behaviors, skills and personality characterize an effective
leader (Ehrhart and Klein 2001; Keller 2006; Kirkman et al. 2009). Power distance
orientation concerns an individual’s beliefs about status, authority and power distribution
in organizations. Individuals with a high power distance orientation are mentally
dependent on their leaders. Inequalities between supervisors and subordinates are
expected and accepted. They rely on leaders’ one-way directives with little explanation or
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clarification, defer to leaders’ instructions and are unlikely to question leaders (Kirkman et
al. 2009). In contrast, individuals with a lower power distance orientation may value their
supervisors less and thus be less likely to develop strong tendencies to depend upon their
supervisors.
Farh and Cheng (2000) point out that the legitimacy of authoritarian leadership in
China originates from the family relationships that are regulated by Confucianism. Ac-
cording to Confucianism, in a family, the grandfather or father has absolute authority
over other family members and all the family members should obey him. This patri-
archalism in the family then generalizes to other social organizations such as compan-
ies where the leaders / managers take on the role of father and employees the role of
children. Redding (1990) states that authoritarian leadership would not work unless
the followers respect authority and have a dependent mind-set.
The dependent mind-set inherent to power distance orientation is also related to
one’s longing for care from authority figures. It has been observed that in high power
distance families, senior members will take care of the juniors even after they are able
to live independently (Hofstede 1997). When this relationship is generalized to
organizations, individuals will develop a preference for benevolent leadership. Therefore,
we argue that the expectation of leader benevolence in fact reflects an individual’s
psychological dependence on the leader.
Based on these arguments, we hypothesize that:
H2: Followers’ power distance orientation is positively related with their preference for
authoritarian leadership.
H3: Followers’ power distance orientation is positively related with their preference for
benevolent leadership.
Followers’ preference for leader morality arises from Confucian ideology and power
asymmetry in Chinese society. According to Confucian ideology, a person only deserves
to be regarded as a leader when he/she is morally superior to his/her followers. The
recognition of leaders’ moral superiority and the acceptance of morally superior persons
in a leadership position and the exercise of power per se, we argue, is a manifestation of
high power distance orientation. In addition, incomplete legal systems and institutions in
society and organizations force followers to rely on a leader’s personal morality to protect
them from being disadvantaged. Thus, to the extent that a follower accepts power
asymmetry in society and institutions, he/she would rely on leader morality and prefer
moral leadership. Therefore, we hypothesize:
H4: Followers’ power distance orientation is positively related with their preference for
moral leadership.
As far as transformational leadership is concerned, the relationship is less clear.
Transformational leadership paradoxically has two faces: empowerment and dependency
(Kark et al. 2003). On the one hand, transformational leaders are empowering. They
highlight the importance of an assignment and instill inspirational motivation into
followers. They point to the challenges involved and the exciting achievement to be
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brought by success (Bass and Riggio 2006). These behaviors lead to follower’s growth,
independence and empowerment (Bass and Steidlmeier 1999; Dvir et al. 2002). On
the other hand, transformational leadership has the potential to weaken the abilities
of followers and increase their dependency on their leader’s recognition and approval
(Conger and Kanungo 1998; Yukl 1998). Followers might perceive the leader as a
superhuman and depend on him / her for guidance and inspiration.
Although Katz and Kahn (1978) believe that transformational leadership entails a
large distance between followers and leaders, because distance allows followers to
“build an aura of magic” (p. 546) and makes the emergence of charisma possible, other
scholars argue that with either large or small social distance charisma can be ascribed
to leaders (Antonakis and Atwarter 2002; Bass 1990; Shamir 1995). Socially distant
leaders are ascribed charisma by exceptional organizational performance, visionary
behavior, use of rhetoric, etc. In contrast, socially close leaders can be described as
transformational by setting personal examples (Shamir 1995). They operate differently,
but both can be ascribed charisma. As power distance is a similar construct as social
distance (Antonakis and Atwarter 2002), these arguments suggest that the emergence
of transformational leadership can be independent from power distance. This might
also explain why the various elements of transformational leadership are universally
held as the ideal attributes of a leader (Den Hartog et al. 1999). As such, no hypothesis
is formulated with regard to the relationship between power distance orientation and
transformational leadership preference.
Follower Core self-evaluation and leadership preference
Research on self-concept suggests that self-knowledge influences an individual’s
organization and sense-making of memory and behavior (Kihlstrom, Beer, & Klein
2003). In relation to leadership preference, individuals project their own attributes
onto their ideal leaders, particularly when the attributes are viewed as positive,
exhibiting a self-serving pattern (Dunning et al. 1991). Overall, it is found there is a
correspondence between individuals’ self-perception and their leadership prototypes
(Foti et al. 2012).
CSE is a higher order concept representing the fundamental evaluations that people
make about themselves and their functioning in their environment (Judge et al. 2002;
Judge et al. 1997). It is a broad personality trait indicated by four narrower traits: self--
esteem, that is, beliefs about one’s overall self-worth; generalized self-efficacy, or beliefs
about how well one can perform across situations; locus of control, or beliefs about
whether internal or external factors cause events in one’s life; and neuroticism, de-
scribed as the degree of control over emotional reactions (Judge et al. 1997). In general,
individuals with high CSE consistently appraise themselves as capable, worthy and in
control of their life (Judge et al. 2004).
Authoritarian leadership accentuates a leader’s personal authority and dominance
over subordinates and demands unquestioned obedience from followers (Farh and Cheng
2000). These dominant behaviors convey a message of self-confidence, self-worth and
strong belief in one’s ability to control everything (Maslow 1942). This might share
similarities with high CSEs who believe that their abilities are above average (Baumeister
et al. 2003). Indeed, Foti et al. (2012) find that those who rate themselves as above average
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in sensitivity (e.g., helpful), intelligence (e.g., knowledgeable) and dedication (e.g.,
hardworking) tend to prefer prototypical leadership (a concept similar to transformational
leadership in their study) or autocratic leadership compared to other leadership styles.
Given the similarity between high CSEs and authoritarian leaders in self-confidence, self-
worth and strong control capability, we expect there would be a positive relationship be-
tween followers’ CSE and preference for authoritarian leadership.
H5: Followers’ CSE is positively related to their preference for authoritarian leadership.
Benevolent leaders avoid publicly embarrassing their followers, provide followers with
social support and care about followers’ family members and personal lives. As noted
above, a leader’s benevolence is much appreciated in Chinese society because of the
influence of Confucianism. Because high CSEs tend to see themselves as possessing
desirable attributes (Baumeister et al. 2003; Sedikides and Gregg 2007), it is likely that
they believe they are similar to benevolent leaders in this respect and therefore prefer
to have a benevolent leader.
H6: Followers’ CSE is positively related to their preference for benevolent leadership.
In this vein, because leader morality is highly regarded in China (Ling et al. 2000)
and high CSEs are more likely to regard themselves as having flattering attributes
(Baumeister et al. 2003; Sedikides and Gregg 2007). They are more likely to perceive
that their level of morality is above average and see this as something they share with
moral leaders. Thus, we predict that followers’ CSE is positively related with their
preference for moral leadership.
H7: Followers’ CSE is positively related to their preference for moral leadership.
Transformational leaders are characterized by high levels of confidence, dominance
and strong beliefs in their ability to control events (Bass 1985, 1990; Eden 1992). Their
emotions are stable and absent of excessive anxiety (Bono and Judge 2004), which
instill faith in a better future on the part of followers (Shamir et al. 1994). Recently a
handful of studies demonstrate that leaders high in CSE are more likely to be rated as
transformational leaders (Judge et al. 2009; Hu et al. 2012; Resick et al. 2009). Given
the similarity between high CSEs and transformational leadership, we expect that they are
likely to project their own attributes to their concept of leaders and develop a preference
for transformational leadership (Foti et al. 2012). We hypothesize:
H8: Followers’ CSE is positively related to their preference for transformational leadership.
Methods
Participants and procedures
Participants consist of 423 Chinese employees. They were recruited from the sample
pool of a Survey Company in 2011. All the participants received an email inviting them
to fill out the questionnaire. Those who submitted the questionnaire were rewarded
with points which can be exchanged for vouchers once they accumulated a certain
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amount. Six hundred seventeen questionnaires were returned within two weeks. Since
the online system recorded respondents’ starting and completion time, we were able to
identify those questionnaires completed in a short time. We deleted those completed in
less than three minutes, as we estimate that it should have taken longer. We also
deleted the ones in which there were too many missing values. From the remaining
questionnaires we further excluded those in which the participants reported that they
have no work experience (N = 39), since our aim is to examine the leadership
preferences of employees. The final sample included 423 participants.
219 (51.8%) of the participants were male, with a mean age of 32.62 (SD = 9.44). Most
of them were less than 30 years old (N = 214, 50.6%). Participants with a bachelor
degree made up the largest part of the sample (N = 201, 47.5%); followed by those with
a junior college degree (N = 118, 27.9%). Eighty two (19.4%) participants had a degree
below or equivalent to high school. Twenty two (5.2%) participants had a postgraduate
degree. One hundred ninety-eight participants (46.8%) reported that they had
subordinates. Thus the sample over-represented the leadership preferences of young
and educated employees in managerial positions. The participants worked in various
industries ranging from education, non-profit organizations and government to
manufacturing and service industries.
Measures
The dependent variables in the study are preferences for three components of paternalistic
leadership (i.e., preference for authoritarian, benevolent, and moral leadership) and
preference for transformational leadership.
Preference for paternalistic leadership
Preferences for the three components of paternalistic leadership were measured with the
15-item paternalistic leadership scale developed by Cheng et al. (2000, see also Cheng et
al. 2003). We adapted the original instructions. The new instructions read: “Everyone has
her/his ideal leader. The ideal leader exhibits certain leadership behaviors. To what extent
do you expect your ideal leader to exhibit the following behaviors?” These instructions
were also used to measure participants’ preference for transformational leadership. Prefer-
ence for each component of paternalistic leadership was measured by five items on a six-
point Likert scale (1, = “don’t expect it at all” to 6, “strongly expect it”). An example of au-
thoritarian leadership behavior is “my supervisor always has the last say in the meeting”;
benevolent leadership behavior: “my supervisor takes good care of my family members as
well”; moral leadership behavior: “my supervisor does not use guanxi (personal relation-
ships) or back-door practices to obtain illicit personal gains”. The reliability coefficient
(Cronbach’s alpha) of the preference for authoritarian leadership scale is 0.79; the prefer-
ence for benevolent leadership scale is 0.78; and the preference for moral leadership scale
is 0.83. Responses on each scale were averaged to form a single score. All subsequent
scales were created by averaging the items.
Preference for transformational leadership
Preference for transformational leadership was measured with the 12-item scale of Bass
and Avolio (1994). The original scale was a five-point Likert scale. To make the
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responses on this scale comparable with that on the paternalistic leadership preference
scale, we changed it into a six-point Likert scale (1, = “don’t expect it at all” to 6, “strongly
expect it”). The reliability coefficient (Cronbach’s alpha) of this scale is 0.86.
The independent variables in the study are power distance orientation and CSE.
Power distance orientation
Power distance orientation was measured with the six-item scale developed by Dorfman
and Howell (1988). This measure has been validated in the Chinese context (Chen et al.
2014). A sample item is, “In most situations, managers should make decisions without
consulting their subordinates”. Responses range from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly
agree). The reliability coefficient (Cronbach’s alpha) of this scale is 0.72.
CSE
CSE was measured with the 12-item scale developed by Judge et al. (2003). The scale
has been validated in China (Rode et al. 2012; Sun and Yang 2013). Sample items are “I
am confident that I get the success I deserve in life” and “Sometimes when I fail I feel
worthless”. The five-point Likert scale ranges from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly
agree). The reliability coefficient (Cronbach’s alpha) of this scale is 0.71.
Control variables
Past research suggests that men and women have different ideal leader profiles (Epitropaki
and Martin 2004; Vecchio and Boatwright 2002), thus we controlled for gender in the
analysis. Female was coded as “0” and served as the reference group. Age may reflect
generational differences and the influence of modernization in China (Farh and Cheng
2000), hence, we controlled the age group. The age group of less than 30 years old was
coded as “0” and served as the reference group. As management level may also affect the
idealized leader image (Lord et al. 2001), whether a participant has subordinates was
also controlled. Those without subordinates were coded as “0”. The educational level
of participants was taken as another control variable. The group of respondents with
a degree of high school or below was coded as “0”.
Common method variance, measure validity and multicollinearity check
Because all the measures were based on self-reported data collected at one time point,
the analysis may be subject to common method variance (Podsakoff et al. 2003). We
used Harman’s single factor test to investigate the potential influence of common
method bias (Podsakoff and Organ 1986). Results of the principal component factor
analysis, using varimax rotation, show that the largest factor accounted for only 9.4% of
the variance. This suggests the absence of serious threats of common method bias to
the results. Further, we conducted confirmatory factor analysis (CFA). The CFA results
show that a six-factor model with items loaded on the constructs they are supposed to
measure fitted the data well (χ2 (1160) = 2033.86, p < 0.01; CFI = 0.93, TLI = 0.92,
RMSEA = 0.04). The Average Variance Extracted (AVE) of all constructs are equal or
above 0.50, except for preference for authoritarian leadership (AVE = 0.45). Adding an
additional latent method factor with all items loaded on it, the model failed to converge,
suggesting severe ill-fit. Hence, the CFA approach also indicates that a common method
factor does not fit the data.
Lin and Sun Frontiers of Business Research in China  (2018) 12:6 Page 10 of 22
To check for a potential multicollinearity problem, we examined the Variance Inflation
Factor (VIF). All VIFs in the four regression models were below 2, meaning that there is
no severe multicollinearity problem in the data (Hair et al. 2009).
Results
Descriptive analysis
Means, standard deviations, and correlations among variables are depicted in Table 1.
It can be seen that the respondents’ average preference for moral leadership is the
highest (M = 4.96), followed by preference for transformational leadership (M = 4.39)
and benevolent leadership (M = 3.57). The preference for authoritarian leadership is the
lowest (M = 2.45). The correlation matrix indicates that employees’ power distance
orientation is positively related to preference for authoritarian leadership (r = 0.52, p < 0.01),
and negatively related to preference for moral leadership (r = − 0.23, p < 0.01). As to the
preference for benevolent leadership and transformational leadership, power distance
orientation has no relationship with them (r = 0.03 and r = − 0.03, respectively, n.s.). CSE is
positively related with preference for authoritarian leadership (r = 0.24, p < 0.01), preference
for benevolent leadership (r = 0.21, p < 0.01) and preference for transformational leadership
(r = 0.25, p < 0.01); whereas the correlations between CSE and preference for benevolent
leadership is not significant.
Hypothesis testing
Hypothesis 1 states that Chinese employees will prefer moral and transformational
leadership most, followed by benevolent leadership, and authoritarian leadership will be
least preferred. To test this hypothesis, we conducted one-way repeated-measures
ANOVA, since the data on preferences for the four types of leadership were collected
from the same participants and thus dependent. Mauchly’s test shows that the assumption
of sphericity was violated (χ2 (5) = 209.80, p < 0.05), thus we report the results of Huynh--
Feldt test. It was found that employees’ preferences for the four leadership styles are dif-
ferent (F (2.34, 989.21) = 729.63, p < 0.01). Pairwise post-hoc tests support our hypothesis.
They reveal that moral leadership is the most preferred leadership style (M = 4.96),
followed by transformational leadership (M = 4.38) and benevolent leadership (M =
3.57). Authoritarian leadership is least preferred by the participants (M = 2.45). The
differences between preferences for any two types of leadership styles are significant
at the 0.01 level. The significance test of the pairwise comparison is shown below
in Table 2.
Hierarchical multiple regression was employed to test the other hypotheses. The
regression results are depicted in Table 3.
Hypothesis 2 states that followers’ power distance orientation is positively associated
with their preference for authoritarian leadership. In support of Hypothesis 2, the
regression coefficient for power distance orientation is significantly positive (β = 0.47,
p < 0.01), suggesting that the higher one’s power distance orientation is, the more
likely he/she would prefer authoritarian leadership.
Hypothesis 3 states that followers’ power distance orientation is positively related to
their preference for benevolent leadership. The result does not support this hypothesis.
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No significant relationship is found between power distance orientation and preference
for benevolent leadership (β = − 0.04, n.s.). Thus Hypothesis 3 is not supported.
Hypothesis 4 states that followers’ power distance orientation is positively related to
their preference for moral leadership. Because the data for moral leadership preference
is skewed to the left with most of the respondents showing a high preference for moral
leadership, an MLR estimator is used which is robust to data non-normality. We find
that the opposite of our hypothesis is supported. Power distance orientation is
negatively related to followers’ preference for moral leadership (β = − 0.22, p < .01).
Hence, Hypothesis 4 is rejected.
In relation to transformational leadership, no significant relationship is found
between power distance orientation and preference for transformational leadership
(β = − 0.09, n.s.). As to the relationship between followers’ CSE and their preferences
for four leadership styles, except that followers’ CSE has no significant relationship
with their preference for moral leadership (β = 0.08, n.s.), positive relationships are
found between followers’ CSE and their preference for authoritarian leadership (β = 0.14,
p < 0.01), benevolent leadership (β = 0.23, p < 0. 01) and transformational leadership
(β = 0.28, p < 0.01). Hence, Hypotheses 5, 6 and 8 are supported, but not Hypothesis 7.
With regards to the demographic variables, the regression results show that the male
and female participants differ in their preferences for the four types of leadership. The
female participants prefer authoritarian leadership more than their male counterparts
(β = − 0.14, p < 0.01). However, after entering power distance orientation and CSE,
this effect became insignificant (β = − 0.08, n.s.). The female participants also prefer
benevolent leadership more than the male participants (β = − 0.20, p < 0.01). In contrast,
the male participants prefer moral (β = 0.11, p < 0.01) and transformational leadership
(β = 0.10, p < 0.05) more. Age difference is found in participants’ preference for
authoritarian and moral leadership. Participants aged between 41 and 50 have a stronger
preference for authoritarian leadership than those aged below 30 (β = 0.10, p < 0.05).
Participants aged between 31 and 40 have a weaker preference for moral leadership than
those aged below 30 (β = − 0.11, p < 0.05).
Table 2 Pairwise comparison of leadership preferences
I Mean(I) J Mean(J) Mean difference Significancea
moral 4.96 benevolent 3.57 1.39** .00
authoritarian 2.45 2.51** .00
transformational 4.39 0.57** .00
benevolent 3.57 moral 4.96 −1.39** .00
authoritarian 2.45 1.12** .00
transformational 4.39 −0.82** .00
authoritarian 2.45 moral 4.96 −2.51** .00
benevolent 3.57 −1.12** .00
transformational 4.39 −1.94** .00
transformational 4.39 moral 4.96 −0.57** .00
benevolent 3.57 0.82** .00
authoritarian 2.45 1.94** .00
**p < 0.01
aAdjustment for multiple comparison: Bonferroni
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Our model in total explains 31% of the variance in followers’ preference for authoritarian
leadership, 10% variance in their preference for benevolent and moral leadership, and 9%
in their preference for transformational leadership. The proportion of variances explained
by power distance orientation and CSE ranges from 5% to 26%, representing a medium to
large effect size (Cohen 1988). Thus we conclude that it is worthwhile to investigate the
role of power distance orientation and CSE in leadership preference.
Supplementary analysis
Although not hypothesize, we examine in an exploratory fashion whether there is any
interaction between power distance orientation and CSE.1 An interaction effect is
found with regard to authoritarian leadership preference (see Table 3, M4). The
interaction is positive (β = 0.15, p < 0.01). A moderation graph shows when followers’
CSE is high, the relationship between power distance orientation and preference for
authoritarian leadership becomes stronger.
Discussion
In this study we compare Chinese employees’ preferences for paternalistic leadership
and transformational leadership. Furthermore, we examine how followers’ power
distance orientation and CSE are related to their leadership preferences. We highlight
several important findings. First, our results reveal that Chinese employees have an
extremely high expectation of moral leadership and transformational leadership and a
moderate expectation of benevolent leaders. In contrast, they prefer authoritarian
leadership to the least extent. Second, we find that followers’ high power distance
orientation is positively related to their preference for authoritarian leadership,
negatively related to their preference for moral leadership and unrelated to their
preference for benevolent and transformational leadership. Third, there is a positive
relationship between CSE and preference for authoritarian, benevolent and transform-
ational leadership. Last but not least, we find a significant interaction between power
distance orientation and CSE on authoritarian leadership preference (Fig. 1).
It is worthwhile to point out that these conclusions are based on data gathered from
relatively young professionals. The un-supported hypotheses about the relationship
between power distance orientation and preference for benevolent leadership and
Fig. 1 The moderation effect of power distance orientation and CSE on authoritarian leadership preference
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moral leadership call for further elaborations of the potential relationships and
empirical studies. One of the possible explanations is the relationships among these
variables are not directly related to each other. It has been argued that cultural value
orientation may serve as a facilitator or barrier to transformational leadership effects
(Ehrhart and Klein 2001; Howel & Shamir 2005; Kirkman et al. 2009) and studies
have demonstrated that power distance orientation has both direct and moderating
roles in shaping followers’ reactions to transformational leaders (Kirkman et al. 2009).
Furthermore, studies also show a three-way interaction effect of power distance
orientation, procedural justice, and ethical leadership (a similar construct with
moral leadership) on the perception of job insecurity (Loi et al. 2012).
Theoretical contributions
Our research contributes to the literature in several important ways. First, we extend
the leadership preference literature by comparing followers’ preference for paternalistic
leadership, a prevalent leadership style in Asia and other regions in the world, and
transformational leadership, a leadership style much advocated for in western culture.
In doing so, we bring contexts into leadership preference research. Combined with
prior research, our study indicates that while leadership preference is influenced by
the context in which followers reside, preference for certain leadership styles can also
be universal. Our results show that Chinese employees yearn for moral leadership.
The high expectation of moral leadership has been demonstrated to be a distinct
factor of Chinese implicit leadership theories which differ from the implicit leadership
theories in western countries (Ling et al. 2000). On the other hand, Chinese
employees’ high expectations of transformational leadership confirm the finding of
Den Hartog et al. (1999) that many attributes of transformational leadership are
universally endorsed.
Second, this study advances our understanding of followers’ cultural value orientation
in leadership preference. The strong relationship between employees’ power distance
orientation and preference for authoritarian leadership suggests that employees’
dependent mind-set and respect for hierarchy are the premise of authoritarian
leadership. Contrary to our hypothesis, a negative relationship between power distance
orientation and preference for moral leadership is found. It seems for those with a high
power distance orientation, morality is less likely to be a salient attribute of their ideal
leader. Thus, they may be less likely to call immoral leadership behaviors into question
whenever such behaviors arise. Because follower responses put important constraints on
leader’s behaviors (Howell and Shamir 2005), we expect that followers with a high power
distance orientation may not be in a strong position to constrain immoral leadership
behaviors. The independence of power distance orientation from preference for trans-
formational leadership provides the micro-foundation for the universal endorsement
of transformational/charismatic leadership (Den Hartog, et al. 1999). It concurs with
the argument of Antonakis and Atwarter (2002) that social distance, which is a
concept that includes power distance, is not a necessary condition for the emergence
of transformational leadership.
Third, we make a contribution to the literature on followers’ self-concept and
leadership process. Although previous studies find that individuals may seek both
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symmetrical and compensatory traits in their idealized leaders (Ehrhart and Klein
2001; Keller 1999), our findings indicate that followers are more likely to be attracted
by those leaders who are perceived as similar to themselves. It is possible that the
ideal leader of a follower represents his/her possible self, which defines who the
follower could be in the future (Markus and Nurius 1986). Because imagining one’s
possible self is self-enhancing, followers would see the ideal leaders as similar to
themselves (Lockwood and Kunda 1997). This finding is also consistent with the ar-
gument of Lord et al. (1999) that perceived similarities between followers’ and leaders’
self-views present an important basis for liking and identification.
The interaction effect between power distance orientation and CSE with regard to
authoritarian leadership preference is interesting. It suggests that high CSEs are more
likely to project their own power distance orientation onto their ideal leaders. One
possible explanation is that high CSEs view power inequality in a more positive light
and therefore are more likely to project this positive attribute onto their ideal leader to
enhance their self-concept. Indeed, the extreme of self-esteem is narcissism, which is
found to fuel a sense of entitlement to power (Rosenthal & Pittinsky 2006).
Practical implications
Our study has several practical implications. First, it suggests that if managers working in
China can demonstrate their morality to employees or display transformational leadership
behaviors, they are likely to be recognized by many as a leader, because their behaviors
would be congruent with many employees’ ideal leadership behaviors. At the same time,
they should avoid displaying authoritarian leadership behaviors, especially not to the
young and educated Chinese employees represented by our sample. Although China has
been traditionally regarded as a country high in power distance and it is suggested that in
high power distance countries an idealized leader is a benevolent authoritarian (Hofstede
et al. 2010), our research paints a different picture. It illustrates that contemporary Chin-
ese employees do not fully accept hierarchy in organizations any longer. Compliance to
authority seems no longer to be a common value in China, which is indicated by the low
mean of our participants’ power distance orientation. Therefore, it is necessary that man-
agers treat contemporary Chinese employees in an egalitarian way.
Second, this study provides implications for personnel selection. As revealed by our
research, demographics, power distance orientation and CSE explain 9%–31% of
employees’ leadership preferences. Because these attributes are relatively stable,
organizations should make sure that person-supervisor fit can be realized through
rigorous personnel selection. Employees whose leadership preference fits with their
future supervisor’s leadership style, are more likely to experience supervisor satisfaction
and have a good leader-member exchange relationship (Epitropaki and Martin 2005).
Although implicit leadership theories and the value orientations and self-concept that
underlie them are relatively stable, it does not mean they could not be changed at all.
It has been found that follower age, occupation and educational level (Ling et al.
2000) and their leadership experience (Epitropaki and Martin 2004) shape their
leadership prototypes. Job rotations and expatriate job assignments exposing
employees to different leaders or even involving them in leadership responsibilities
for a relatively long period are likely to change their leadership prototypes.
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Increasing workplace diversification seems to be a trend in many countries. Diverse
members bring rich cognitive resources which teams and organizations can capitalize
on (Hambrick et al. 1996), but they also bring different values and self-concepts into
the workplace, which are associated with different leadership preferences. To manage a
diversified team or organization, the ability to adjust leadership behaviors is a key
competence of successful leaders (Lord et al. 1999). This requirement has a number of
implications for leadership development. First, training that equips leaders with
knowledge and skills coping with different followers might be highly useful. Second,
one would expect that leaders who have work experience with diverse followers would
acquire experiences from this process and learn how to better deal with different
followers. Thus, systematic career management such as expatriate job appointments
or job rotation would help leaders to understand the preferences of different followers
and develop effective coping strategies.
Limitations and future directions
While our research makes both theoretical and practical contributions, it is not without
limitations. First, online data collection limits our sample to those who have access to
the internet. Therefore, our sample over-represents young educated Chinese employees.
Correspondingly, the findings should be interpreted with the characteristics of our
sample in mind. Future research can apply a stratified sampling strategy and get a more
comprehensive picture of Chinese employees’ leadership preferences. Second, the self-
reported data makes our findings subject to the threat of common-method bias.
Although Harman’s test reveals that common method bias does not severely threaten
the validity of our results, its influence cannot be completely excluded. Third, in our
instructions we do not confine participants’ ideal leader to a specific industry or occu-
pation; thus the leadership our research taps into is the leadership at the superordinate
or basic level which does not include detailed industry information (Lord et al. 1984).
Future research revealing and contrasting the leadership prototypes in multiple
industries is worthwhile. Finally, future research could examine the potential interactive
effects of personal and organizational factors on followers’ leadership preferences.
Overall, the present study has outlined Chinese employees’ leadership preference and
demonstrated that followers’ power distance orientation and their self-concept are
associated with their leadership preferences. It has both theoretical implications for
leadership study and practical implications for human resource management and
leadership development.
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